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The Small Hours 


"Hey, James!" 
He groaned into the pillow. A wave of cold swept over his naked back. 
"James, you asleep?" 


Jason's voice shook him out of his sleep for good. "Yes!" he snapped, shifting. With his eyes still closed, he 
pulled the flimsy hotel blanket over his head and waited for the warmth. 


"Did you hear that?" 
"For fuck's sake, let me sleep." He rolled away to face the wall 
‘Oh. Okay then." 


The other bed squeaked, sheets rustled, then finally-blessed fucking silence. 


His head buzzed from last night's drinking, or maybe still from last week's drinking. Whatever. He needed sleep, 
not another heart-to-heart with Jason, especially since half of the time, a heart-to-heart with Jason turned 
into Jason nagging about the next record. About how it would be great if he could do a bass solo for it. Or 
have more creative input on it. Or other such shit. 

‘| thought | heard an owl." 

Oh fuck. What now? 


He faked a loud snore, hoping Jason would get the clue. Next time maybe he should have Newkid room with 


Lars and let Lars participate in the fun, too. Why should he be the only one to suffer? 
"You know, that kind of deep wooohooohoooo sound. Like an owl, or something. | think it-" 


"Just. Shut. Up." He yanked the covers off his face. "Shut the fuck up. You couldn't have heard an owl. We're in 
the middle of a fucking city. There are no fucking owls here." 


"But | heard something. So maybe it wasn't an owl, maybe-" 


"Newkid, stick your nose in your pillow and keep it there." 


His teeth chattered The hotel wasn't the Ritz, that's for sure, but when he fell asleep, at least the room was 


warm-too warm even, so they both slept in their boxers. Now it felt like he could see his breath in the air. 
"Why the fuck's it so cold in here?" 
"| don't know." Jason sighed from his bed. "There's no extra blankets, | checked." 


Just great. After the incident with the I'm-polite-to-you-only-because-it's-my-job receptionist last night, he 
didn't feel like testing his patience with her again. Standard procedure: dump it on Newkid. 


"Call the front desk," he said. 
| tried. The phone's not working." 


"What? Shit" 


Tomorrow he would have to yell at somebody, first thing in the morning, and he would do it with great 
pleasure. That is, if he didn't freeze earlier. Fucking cheap-ass hotels. 


He could go get some clothes from his suitcase, but he was already getting warmer in his blanket cocoon. Not 


much, but it was something. 


A few minutes passed-maybe five, maybe fifteen, he'd lost track of time .. . . 

"Do you believe in ghosts?" 

James snapped back awake. Ghosts. 

He stared at the wall, wanting to say something smart-assed about stupid sixth grade sleep-over questions. 
His throat clenched; he couldn't get a word out. Darkness around him invaded his personal space, clung to his 
skin In the low light seeping through a crack in the curtains, a random shadow on the wallpaper took on a 
familiar form. He pulled the covers tighter around himself. 

"James? Do you? Believe in ghosts?" 

"No." He closed his eyes, opened them again. Blinked. 

The face was still there. Pale skin framed with a mop of red hair. He sucked in a breath, and with it, it seemed, 
the smell of cigarettes. Words echoed in his head. "You gotta listen to that, dude ...." He reached into the cold 


air. The face stretched in a smile, then dissolved into darkness. 


A memory, not a ghost. Once you died, you were dead. Cold. Gone forever. "There are no ghosts," he said in a 


quiet voice. No ghosts, only memories and dreams, but they haunted you just the same. 

"Yeah, | guess" The sheets on the other bed rustled. 

He wrapped his arms around himself. They, as a band, had moved on, and so should he. He hadn't even had the 
bus dream in a while now, at least not that he remembered in the morning. Every day the memory faded a 
little more, and every day it hurt a little less. Except some days it didn't. Some days it still ripped his heart 
out to think about what he'd lost. 

Jason's next words cut through the silence: "Cliff and | talk sometimes." 


James stopped breathing for a second. Then slowly rolled over. 


"Huh?" He peeked an eye out at Jason. Jason was fucking with him, must have been. That, or they had finally 
pushed Jason off the deep end. "You talk to Cliff?" 


"Yeah." 
Usually he could read Jason's face like a fucking book, but right now he could barely see his face in the dark. 


"We talk about stuff. You know, | tell him things, and he tells me things," Jason said as if he were talking about 


last week's weather. 


A thought passed through James's head: how hard it would be to convince Lars they needed to find a 
replacement bass player, because their current one had lost his marbles. "Like fucking what? What does Cliff 
tell you?" 


"Like for example that you are all dicks for treating me the way you do." 


"No shit." The muscles in his face relaxed-he didn't realize until now how intensely he'd been staring toward 


Jason. So that's what this was all about. 


Heh. He'd somehow expected a more sensational story from the afterlife. On the other hand, at least they 
wouldn't have to look for a new bassist in the middle of a tour. Which was a good thing, too, because annoying 
as Jason was at times, James had got used to having him around. Sometimes he watched Jason play and it 
made him happy. Sometimes-when Jason didn't wake him up in the middle of the night to talk about stupid shit 


-he even liked him. 


Jason kept talking to the ceiling. "Cliff also said that my playing is fucking great and that you should let me do 


a bass solo on the next record" 


This time, James laughed out loud. This was getting good. Same old song, but Jason deserved credit for a new 


and unconventional approach. 


"Yeah, I'm running out right now to book studio time for you." He rested his head on his arm. If he couldn't 


sleep, maybe at least this would pass the time. "What else did he tell you?" 


Jason rolled onto his stomach, his face turned toward James. James caught a glimpse of an eye behind the 


hair-Jason was watching him. Intently. 

Four, five, six long seconds of silence, then: "He said you are a good kisser." 

Ready to burst out laughing again, James froze. Then lifted himself on his elbow. 

"What? What the fuck?" His mind was spinning. "What the fuck's that supposed to mean?" 
"You know, the kiss? On the bus? Cliff said he liked it" 


"What fucking kiss? Your imagination is even bigger than your ego, Newsted. Shut up. You're so fucked up." 
With this, he flopped to the other side and buried his face in the pillow. 


The kiss. His heart pounded somewhere in his stomach. There was no way Jason could have found out about 
the kiss. No fucking way. Nobody knew. Nobody was there but him and Cliff, and he'd never told anybody, not 
even Lars. And Cliff . . . Cliff had no chance to tell anybody. There was no fucking way. 


The kiss. Scared to death to act out on feelings he couldn't even name, for weeks and weeks he'd waited and 


wished for something-an opportunity—and finally it'd come. 

The narrow aisle between the bunks. He'd brushed against Cliff and didn't pull away. Cliff didn't pull away either, 
but let James crowd him. How different it felt from all the other times when it hadn't been intentional. How 
intimate. His hands fumbled around Cliffs waist. The smell of pot and cigarettes. He hid his face in Cliff's 
shoulder after the initial spark of courage had gone out in him. Cliff's fingers in his hair tugged, pulled his head 
up. A warm mouth on his. The awkwardness of the first moment, soon replaced by a "yeah" that tore out of 


his throat. 


He'd dreamt about it-night after night, the same dream. Not about the accident, but about those minutes with 
Cliff he'd stolen earlier that night. And every time he woke up, he had to realize all over again that Cliff was 
gone. 

"James?" Jason's voice turned into a whisper. 

He stared at the wall. Why wouldn't Jason leave him alone? 

"James, I'm sorry." 

And what the fuck do you know? his mind screamed. 

Jason wanted only his stupid bass solo. He had no idea how it felt to want somebody and not have the guts to 
do anything about it, to wait for your one chance, only to realize that you'd wasted all this time. Jason had no 


idea what- 


The bed behind him dipped. A hand touched him through the covers. Slipped underneath, found his shoulder. It 


rested there, unmoving, as if waiting for his reaction. 

"What the fuck do you want?" But he didn't move away. 

‘I'm freezing.” Slowly, very slowly the fingers stroked little circles on his shoulder. 

"So? You want a heated bed or something?" It felt good to be touched. 

"We would be warmer under both blankets." 

Jason's hand left. James felt a movement, then another blanket was thrown on top of his. 
He wished Jason hadn't stopped that rubbing thing. 


He glanced over his shoulder. His gaze lifted from Jason's naked chest to his face. Their eyes locked and it was 
like the opening of a door. He turned his head back to the wall, more shaken than surprised at the 


determination and hunger he saw there. 


Who was this guy? What did he want? Why did he tolerate all the shit they'd put him through? What did he 
dream about at night? 


The sight of Jason's chest covered with goose bumps confused him even more. 


Once, they had locked Jason out on the balcony of their hotel room with a bottle of Jager. He had his 
underwear on, nothing else, and it was thirty degrees outside. They told him they would let him in as soon as 
he finished the bottle. Seven minutes and thirty five seconds later—Lars kept the time, for the Jager drinking 
record-he stumbled into the room, coughing and gasping for breath, his skin all in goose bumps, his hand 
clutched around the empty bottle. He shoved the bottle under James's nose, flipped it bottom up. "Fuck you," 
he choked out. With his fist he wiped the tears out of his eyes, then collapsed onto the nearest bed. Somebody 
-Kirk?-threw him a blanket. James had stared at the tight, darkened nipples, imagining how hard they must be, 
how cold, how they would feel under his fingers. 


"James?" 
Jason was still here, waiting. He should tell Jason to take his stupid blanket and get the fuck out. On principle. 
So he wouldn't forget where his place was. So he wouldn't think he could fuck with James and then come here 


and- 


And then he moved over. An inch or two, but enough for Jason to take it as a permission. Jason didn't wait 


for a more direct invitation. He lifted the covers, letting the cold air inside. 

"Fuck, watch it." 

"Sorry" Jason quickly slipped underneath. 

And nothing happened. He didn't expect Jason to jump him, but he'd expected something. Jason didn't even touch 


him. After the initial shuffle with the covers and pillows when James made some more room for him, Jason 
remained motionless. James could almost forget somebody was in his bed, if it hadn't been for the warmth 
spreading through the sheets. And the fact he knew Jason was there-he could reach back and touch him. If he 


wanted to. 


Jason was right: two blankets were better than one. Much better. He would have no problem falling asleep now. 


A thought startled him. Had he ever talked in his sleep? 
"Hey," he said. 
Jason's fingers brushed over his lower back, then moved away. "Yeah?" 


"That shit about the kiss? Where did you get that from?" 


"From Cliff, | told you." Jason yawned. "I'm so fucking tired, can we sleep now?" 


Fine. If Jason wanted to keep playing his silly game, that was okay by him, for now. He would deal with it 


tomorrow. 


The warmth coming off Jason pulled him in, enveloped him and didn't let go. He dissolved into it-it wasn't a bad 
feeling. 


"Jason?" 
"Hmh?" 
"Next time you talk to Cliff, tell him..." Tell hm that I stil miss him. 


Jason inched closer, his body warm and hard, and scrawny, like Cliff's. But Cliff was gone. Jason's breath skated 
along his spine, raising hairs at the base of his neck. James didn't pull away. 


"Tell him what?" 
"Nothing." He shook his head. "Go to sleep. We do the interviews and shit tomorrow. A long day." 
"Mhm." 


He brushed his hair off his face. Lifted his head, punched the pillow a few times. Shoved his hand under the 
pillow. Pulled it out. Why were all hotel mattresses so uncomfortable? He pushed himself back some, waited a 
few seconds. Wriggled back a little more, settling against Jason's chest. A hand crawled up his thigh and came 
to rest across his waist. And this-this wasn't a bad feeling either. 


Tomorrow, yeah, tomorrow they would have to talk about this. 
He was drifting away. 


This ... what "this"? The whole "I talk to Cliff" business? Or this-the fuzzy feeling inside him with Jason 
burrowed against him? Or maybe they wouldn't have to talk about any of it... maybe it would be okay ... 


somehow .... 


... The narrow aisle between the burks. Jason brushed against him and didn’t pull away. He didn’t pull away 
either, but let Jason crowd him. How different it felt, how intimate. Hands slipped around his waist and under 
his shirt. They traced along his spine. Jason's chest, warm through the layers of fabric, clung to his. Jason 
tipped his head back. Their eyes locked. A moment of hesitation before he leaned in to meet Jason's mouth. A 
"yeah" tore out of Jason's throat .. . 


He woke with a start, disoriented. 
Steady breath against his skin drew him back to reality. Tour. Hotel room. Cold. Jason, 
Jason. 


He shifted, enough to change the pressure on his muscles, but not enough to move away from the body 
pressed close behind him. His eyes slipped shut. He let the warmth lull him back to sleep. 


Maybe . .. maybe everything would just be okay. 


(end) 


